In his Essays on Goethe
3 Citing a multitude of such commentators, in 1991 Samuel Schoenbaum cautioned: 'if we try to get at Shakespeare's opinions by arbitrarily tearing passages from their context, we court hopeless perplexity'. Schoenbaum dubbed those foolhardy enough to try 'personalists' who 'ignore Shakespeare's dependence on written sources, rather than private experiences, for the material of his plays'. 4 Despite Schoenbaum's warning, the twenty-first century has seen a remarkable run of intrusive biographies which attribute Shakespeare's opacity to crypto-Catholicism, wariness of tetchy censors, or a calculated self-distancing from the intrigues that roiled Tudor-Stuart England. These range from aggressive (Richard Wilson) to artful (Stephen Greenblatt) to measured (James Shapiro) to bizarre (Clare Asquith).
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The present book is not an attempt at biography. It proceeds from the modest assumption that Shakespeare's plays are more Steve Sohmer -9781526137104 Downloaded from manchesteropenhive.com at 08/23/2019 12:49:11PM via free access personal than we have recognized, that numerous characters and events he depicts were drawn from life, and that some of these may be recoverable. I intend to explore aspects of William Shakespeare's plays and sonnets which scholars have overlooked or misinterpreted, thereby better to understand the plays and the man. I will sift for clues to his relationships with people who mattered: family, friends, colleagues, patrons, lovers, enemies. Sieving for these traces -in effect reading Shakespeare's mind -can be risky business; it is neither pure literary criticism nor objective historiography, though it must respect the rubrics of both. Rather, my investigations rely on a fundamental tenet of criticism: no author, his milieu and his times, are entirely separable from his works. Every oeuvre constitutes an autobiography of the writer -and in the case of a great writer, of an age.
In riddling his texts for the personal Shakespeare, of necessity I will engage with several cruces long believed inscrutable. I will vigorously maintain the latter, that is, there are numerous passages in the plays which Shakespeare intended to be opaque to the mass audience but transparent to a coterie with specialized knowledge or personal connections. This is not to suggest Shakespeare wrote in some arcane code decipherable only by fellow Rosicrucians, Freemasons, or antiPetrarchanists. I am merely suggesting that events in a writer's life can and do inspire his choice of material and shape his language, sometimes in ways that only his intimates can recognize. This is hardly a radical notion. But I intend to press its boundaries. Those who seek affirmation of my views in current (or past) scholarly editions will not find reassurance; this book does not rehearse received wisdom but attempts to peer beyond it. Readers willing to restrain the impulse to pedanticism -that hobgoblin of progressive scholarship -may find that the solutions to Shakespeare's enigmas offered here are the best we have. In chapter 2, 'Marlowe's ghost in As You Like It', I suggest the men had a mentoring and perhaps intimate relationship, and that Shakespeare wrote his pastoral comedy in 1600 as a seven years' memorial to his "dead shepherd" who died in 1593.
